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Standards 1 

By NEL NoDDINGS7 

The current emphasis on national standards is distracting us 

from larger socia/pro b/ems that must be addressed, 

Ms. Noddings cautions. 

R ~~EASONABLE, well-intentioned people often disagree about the wis 
dom and usefulness of national standards as a strategy for education 
reform. None of us would argue in favor of low standards or no stan 

dards, but some of us fear that the concept of standards has not been 

analyzed carefully enough to warrant establishing national standards, 
that proponents of such standards have not fully considered the possi 
bility of undesirable consequences, and that many closely associated 

issues, consideration of which might counsel a different role for government, have 

largely been ignored. 

What Is a Standard? 

Even staunch supporters of national standards admit that there is considerable con 

thing to rally around. Others see it as a goal to be reached, and still others see it asf 

description of various proficiency levels. In this last sense, a standard is a norm for 

quality control. Perhaps the clearest statement comes from Diane Ravitch, who de 
scribes three interrelated categories of standards: content (or curriculum) standards', 

performance standards, and opportunity-to-learn standards. 
Content standards describe "what teachers are supposed to teach and students are 

expected to learn."2 Immediately, a matter that concerns many thoughtful educators 
arises. This innocent-sounding statement moves us too hastily past an important ed 

ucational debate. Must students learn everything that teachers teach, or should the e%. 
curriculum be rich in opportunities for the cooperative construction of learning ob 

jectives? Many of us who regard ourselves as good teachers provide much more than 
we expect students to learn, and we are often pleased and surprised when they learn 

things we hadn't anticipated. Of course, there are some things that we think all stu- a 
dents should know as a result of taking a particular course, but specifying exactly 
which things is a taskrequiringaconsiertal e thoughtfanuth s w edrucatfors 
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plex educational debate. 
"Performance standards define de 

grees of mastery or levels of attainment."' 
We are familiar with performance stan 
dards from sports, from the commercial 

"he 
w God';0 ifii>;f W.I ( world of various instruments and appli 

ances, and from licensing tests. Advocates 
of performance standards for schoolchil 

dren neglect the fact that the performance 
standards for athletes and professionals 
are established for those who choose to 
take part in competitions or to enter cer 
tain fields. They require a voluntary com 

_i~. - _; Z ,;^.;u .parmitment. K-f1o 2 education, by contrast, is 

D ,compulsory. Students will use their edu 
cations for very different purposes; they 
are not voluntarily entering a particular 
field of endeavor. This is not to say that 
there are no skills that should be univer 

sally possessed at some level of proficien 
_ .-j ~ cy, but it is not clear which ones should 

be specified, and whatever is specified for 
.c~~~~~t '~~~~~'~~~~ ~ ~ ~ - r ~~~~all is likely to be pathetically puny in con 

trast to what could be suggested if rele 
vant differences in talents, plans, affilia 

* tions, and interests were taken into ac 
A_; 2 racount. Any set of standards rich enough 

for a particular student will contain items 
unnecessary for many, and any set de 

~~~~~v: ~~~~~~~. ~~~~~ ,~~~~~, ~~signed realistically for all will, paradoxi 
30, 

~~~cally, be inadequate for anyone consid 

'~~~'~~ ~ ~ ' '* i ~~~~~' ~ered individually. I'll return to this prob 
lem in the next section, where I'll discuss 

~~~ ~~~~. ~~~~~~ "-~~~~~~~~ ~some undesirable outcomes that may well 

emerge from the standards movement. 

* ~ ~~~~~~ .~~~~~~.*. ~~~~~~Opportunity-to-learn (OTL) standards 

~~ ~~~ ,~~~~ :*g~~~~~~ ~~~ , . ~~~~"define the availability of programs, staff, 
:~~~~,;~~~~~4w ~~~~~~ ~and other resources that schools, districts, 

~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~and states provide so that students are able 
~~~~ . - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~to meet challenging content and perform 

ance standards."' How should these stan 
-'4' '4 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~dards be determined? If all high school stu 

dents in a given district are required to take 

- - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~algebra, for example, do they thereby have 
* ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~an "opportunity to learn" algebra? In par 

ticular, if students are not adequately pre 
- .~~~~~~~*- ~~~pared for algebra, if they see no reason to 

study it, if their teacher is not fully comn 
& - ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~petent, if they are crowded into an un 

* ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~~~~~~~~ ~~~pleasant room, if they have to share out 

* - ** ~~~~~~~~~~~~dated textbooks, can the requirement be 
regarded asanopportuItyt lan? And 



dren must meet and yet are so unwilling 
to dedicate themselves and their resourc 
es to meet standards for school delivery. 

Most advocates of national standards ad 
mit that OTL standards in some form are 

needed, but the political debate has almost 
faded away. (See, however, the recent New 
Jersey Supreme Court decision.) At pres 
ent, fear of federal mandates and interfer 
ence has all but eliminated meaningful 

OTL standards at the national level. Chil 
dren are expected to meet high standards 
for learning, but it is not clear how poor 

children and their teachers will meet this 
expectation. Perhaps the new slogan will 
be "Just do it!" 

Who Will Benefit? 
Who Will Be Harmed? 

Well-intentioned advocates of nation 
al standards often argue that such stan 
dards will ensure students in poor districts 
of an education equal to that of wealthier 
students. All students will be expected to 

meet the standards. It is surely right to 

urge educators to believe in the innate ca 
pabilities of poor children. But when we 

know that the educational status of par 
ents is the single strongest predictor of 
how children will do in school, it seems 
ludicrous to suppose that merely stating 
that "all children will perform task T at 
level P" will actually accomplish much. 

Clearly, some children have resources (both 
inside and outside schools) that make their 
success more likely. 

Many of us fear that national standards 
may create the illusion that everyone now 
has a fair chance and that any resulting 
differences in outcomes - with regard to 
jobs or further education - are the fault 
of those who didn't try hard enough. Some 
people will be squeezed out in a system 
governed mainly by standards. Thus we 
have to ask who will benefit from nation 
al standards. 

A couple of historical cases might prove 
helpful here. In the early part of this cen 
tury, the Flexner Report resulted in sweep 
ing changes in medical education. Many 

medical schools, unable to meet the new 
standards, had to close. Black schools and 
black people who needed physicians suf 
fered under the new standards. It could be 
argued that, in the long run, the entire pub 
lic benefited from higher standards for the 
training of physicians and that the tem 
porary suffering of a few was more than 
offset by the eventual benefit to all. This 

claim is debatable on several levels, but 
let us suppose that the changes were in 
tended to benefit all patients and that they 
accomplished this - lives were saved, 
pain reduced, more vigorous health main 
tained. Most of us would say, then, that a 
good thing was done. 

Now consider the dramatic changes ef 
fected in college and university depart 

ments of literature in the 1920s.5 In this 
case, changes were deliberately designed 
to raise the status of English departments. 
It was argued that instructors in English 
departments should look more like those 
in physics departments - that is, display 
roughly similar credentials. Sometimes it 

was explicitly stated that there were too 
many women in English departments and 
that their presence reduced the status of 
the discipline. Standards had to be raised. 

The result was a drastic reduction not on 
ly in female faculty members but in the 
number of women writers in the canon. 

Who benefited? Male scholars with the 
appropriate credentials clearly did so. It 

would not be easy to argue that students 
in general benefited from this move or 
that the general public received some de 

monstrable good. 
Many more such examples could be 

given. Someone almost always bears a con 
siderable cost when standards are raised 
or changed. I am not going to argue that 
the current standards movement is an ef 
fort to exclude some groups. But I think 

we must ask who will benefit and who will 
be harmed, whether the foreseeable harms 
are outweighed by the long-term benefits, 
and whether the immediate harms can be 
reduced. The benefits most often claimed 
are for the nation and its ability to com 
pete in a world economy. But there is lit 
tle persuasive evidence that workers in the 

U.S. are less capable or productive than 
other workers. Further, we can't argue, as 
we did in the 1960s and 1970s, that we need 
more mathematicians and physicists; we 
do not. If it is the nation that will benefit, 
we have to provide convincing evidence 
that the nation needs something that the 
schools could, but are now failing to, ac 
complish. We then have to show how this 
failing can be corrected by national stan 
dards. 

Will the children benefit? It is often ar 
gued that all children need a "world-class" 
education to compete in today's economy. 
But if everyone were to meet new high 
standards, some would still have to do 

work that is ill paid today.6 Even a high 
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tech society needs to have food grown, 
transported, packaged, and sold. It needs 

maintenance people, servers, cleaners, bus 
drivers, animal groomers, retail salesper 
sons, clerks, construction workers, plumb 
ers, and a host of other workers. Will we 
pay more for the same job simply because 
the workers are better educated? I raise 
this question because I believe that the cur 
rent emphasis on national standards is dis 

tracting us from larger social problems that 
must be addressed. Education by itself is 
not the solution to poverty. Thus it is not 

clear that national standards will serve all 
our children. 

We might argue that we are aiming at 
benefits beyond the material. I would be 
delighted to hear such an argument- that 
education is rightly aimed at enhancing 
life in personal, social, recreational, spir 
itual, moral, and aesthetic domains. Is the 
standards movement aimed at producing 
better citizens, more loving and effective 
parents, persons with greater moral sen 

sitivities, individuals with enhanced so 
cial graces and healthy psyches? Wonder 
ful! But now we need an argument that 
explains just how national standards will 
promote these benefits. My guess is that 
all such aims will be deliberately culled 
from an approved list of national stan 
dards because many of our citizens fear 
the state's intervention in "private" life. 

Some advocates of national standards 
agree with my view of educational aims, 
and they are as disheartened as I am by 
the flagging commitment of those in po 
litical power to do anything substantial to 
promote real benefits for children. But oth 
ers respond that schools are designed on 
ly to provide academic instruction, that 
the kinds of goals I've suggested must be 
pursued outside of schools, and that na 
tional standards are properly aimed at the 
academic goals for which schools are con 
stituted. Then, of course, we have come full 
circle. We are once again at a point where 

we must ask substantial educational ques 
tions. How can we begin to decide wheth 
er children will benefit if we rush to na 
tional standards without considering what 
aims are defensible for contemporary edu 
cation? 

One group that will clearly benefit from 
the movement is a subset of professional 
educators who will work on the project. 
Some will benefit from the sort of "mid 
dle-class welfare" associated with grants, 
lectures, conferences, consultations, and 
other activities. I include myself in this 

group, even though I oppose the move 
ment. Some general good can emerge from 
these projects, but self-interest will be evi 
dent everywhere. Mathematics educators 
will enthusiastically push math; art edu 
cators will push art; social studies educa 
tors will translate their own expertise in 
to goals and standards for "all children" 
that few well-educated adults can meet. 

Because we know that professional self 
interest is already at work, we have an ob 
ligation to slow the process, deepen our 

analysis, and urge a less parochial stance. 
What questions should we be asking, and 
how can we avoid the predictable compe 
tition among subject-matter experts? 

Before leaving the question of harms 
and benefits, I want to examine a case that, 
on the surface at least, is less problemat 
ic than most others. My purpose is to show 

how complex the issues are. Suppose we 
decide to establish standards for a first 
course in algebra. Surely we cannot ex 
pect the same level of performance from 
all students. Even such a staunch advocate 
of national standards as Albert Shanker 
warned educators about this problem. Ei 
ther our standards will be pitifully low, he 
said, or many children will fail. To avoid 
these unacceptable consequences, Shanker 
advised that we adopt more than one set 
of standards.7 

We might, for example, adopt a scheme 
comparable to that of the National Assess 

ment of Educational Progress; we could 
evaluate students as failing, basic, profi 
cient, or advanced. Such a plan has the 
great merit of freeing educators to be hon 
est about what students achieve. At pres 
ent, we all know that many students are 
enrolled in "algebra" classes that hardly 
deserve the name. Students who complete 
these classes are often chagrined to learn 
that they must enroll in remedial classes 
at college. There are days, then, when I 
think it would be a good idea (at least a 
token of honesty) to enact such standards. 

However, the issue is complicated. Lots 
of students will not be able to achieve even 
the basic level, and a reasonable question 
arises whether all children should beforced 
to take algebra. Here again, we have to re 
treat at least temporarily from a campaign 
for standards to a thoughtful discussion 
of what students really need and whether 
coercing them ("for their own good") is 
compatible with preparation for democrat 
ic life. In addition to the harm experienced 
by children who fail (at something they 
did not choose to do), what will be suf 

fered by those who score at the "basic" 
level? In an age of diminishing commit 

ment to affirmative action, many young 
sters who would formerly have qualified 
on paper (they "took" algebra) will now 
be weak candidates. How do we feel about 
this? I confess to being torn. On the one 
hand, I do not think we should deceive 
students by letting them suppose they 
have learned algebra when they have not. 

On the other hand, if they are compelled 
to take it, when some other form of math 
ematics might better serve their interests 
and talents, then I hate to see them pe 
nalized for our narrow choices and insis 
tence that "everyone can do it." 

I taught high school mathematics for 
12 years. It is simply not true that "every 
one can do it." Many hard-working, co 
operative children have a very hard time 
with mathematics. I'd like to see a thor 
ough discussion of these matters before 
committing ourselves to national standards, 
and I'd like to see respectable - even ex 

citing - alternatives to algebra. If we re 

spect and love our children, there is no 
reason why courses once regarded as not 
college preparatory cannot be challeng 
ing and useful. Forcing everyone to take 
algebra in the name of equality is, ulti 
mately, disrespectful and self-defeating. 

Neglected Issues 

The underlying idea of standards seems 
to be that we need to be clear about what we 
are trying to accomplish in schools. There 
are other ideas that add to the enthusiasm 

- for example, the simple-minded notion 
that the U.S. should have a national cur 
riculum because other nations, some of 

which post high test scores, have centrally 
controlled education systems. These copy 
cat enthusiasts ignore the fact that the evi 
dence linking central control and educa 
tional achievement is scanty. Some cen 
trally controlled systems show up well on 

tests; others do not. But the belief that a 
statement of standards will improve edu 
cation by making the tasks of schooling 
clear and cogent is, perhaps, the dominant 
one. 

If this is so, thoughtful educators should 
be led to ask how well such ideas have 
served us in the past. In the 1970s, for ex 
ample, the big fad was behavioral objec 
tives, and many school districts invested 
huge amounts of professional time in re 
writing their curricula in terms of these 
carefully stated objectives. We were sup 
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posed to say exactly what students would 
do (content standards?), to what level of 
proficiency (performance standards?), and 
under what conditions (opportunity-to-learn 
standards?). The objectives movement, de 

spite its vigor and the number of person 
hours devoted to it, produced little demon 

strable improvement. Indeed, some of us 

would argue that it reduced the quality of 
education by making it unnecessary for 

students to construct their own learning 
objectives, to learn how to make distinc 
tions between important and less impor 
tant material, and in general to take re 
sponsibility for organizing the material 
offered. 

When objectives didn't "work," policy 
makers turned to "competencies." Many 
of us then asked the question I am asking 
now: How do competencies (or standards) 
differ from objectives? And if there is no 

significant difference, why should we waste 
valuable professional time formulating 
competencies or standards? Why not put 
our energies into tasks that are more prom 
ising? 

During the decade of behavioral ob 
jectives, many teachers raised a question 
that we should take seriously now. They 
said, in effect: "Look, we've always known 
that kids are supposed to be able to add 
fractions with denominators up to 12 in 
fifth grade. That's not the question. The 

question is, How do we get them to do it?" 

Now there's a substantial task. 
Why don't children learn what we 

think they should learn? Are our methods 
faulty?Are we teaching the wrong things? 

What are kids interested in? How can those 
interests be steered toward the material 

we deem important? Can schools impart 
knowledge without the cooperation of par 
ents? These and many other questions point 
us toward the identification of deep prob 
lems that will not yield to the quick fix of 

stating goals, objectives, competencies, or 

standards. 
Indeed, almost all schools have long 

had formal statements of goals; many al 

so have detailed expositions of curricu 
lum content. If the careful statement of 

goals hasn't worked at the local level, why 
should we suppose it will work at the na 
tional level? Of course, there are schools 

whose staffs seem to have given up and 
are serving their students badly. They must 
be reformed. But we don't need a set of 
national goals to tell us that something is 
badly wrong with these schools, and na 
tional goals will not solve these obvious 

problems, because they simply skip over 
them. 

Much more - volumes more - could 
be said about educational issues that need 
deep analysis and wide discussion, but I 

will close with a brief look at how we 
might approach the topic of standards in 
a democratic society.8 

The Role of Standards 
In Democratic Education 

We have long believed that democrat 
ic government requires at least the con 
sent, if not the vigorous participation, of 
the governed. In consonance with this be 
lief, John Dewey insisted on "the impor 
tance of the participation of the learner in 
the formation of the purposes which di 
rect his activities in the learning process."9 
If we are serious about raising standards, 

we have to help students understand what 
standards are and how they are related to 
the students' own purposes. Talking about 
standards with both teachers and students 
is not a waste of time. It is a prelude to es 

tablishing and meeting any meaningful stan 
dards. 

To return to my earlier example, how 

might we discuss algebra standards with 
our pupils? I would explain frankly to them 

that there are certain things they must be 
able to do in order for me to certify to the 
school that they have learned algebra. I 

would be honest in confessing that this 
"basic" level would not be enough for 
them to tackle further academic mathe 

matics without great difficulty. In reach 
ing this level, they and I would satisfy a 
contractual requirement laid on us by var 
ious credentialing bodies. We would do 
an honest job at a level compatible with 
purposes understood by all of us. Then I 

would describe what has to be done (or 
what the best professional minds at this 
time believe must be done) to prepare ad 

equately for further academic mathemat 

ics. Again, there would be considerable 
open conversation about possibilities, pur 
poses, tradeoffs, and commitments. Final 
ly, I would describe an enhanced course 

with no fixed limits. If you really love math 
ematics, I would say, there is no clear lim 
it to what we might do together this year, 
but in the tentative syllabus I'll share with 
you, you can get a sense of the possibili 
ties. 

In this continuing conversation, it should 
be clear to students that all honest student 
choices are respected by the teacher. A stu 

dent planning a career in art or journal 
ism, for example, might well want to work 
toward only basic proficiency in algebra. 

He or she will thereby satisfy a somewhat 
arbitrary school requirement. Such students 
should understand, because the teacher takes 
the time to advise them conscientiously, 
that if they change their minds later, they 

will need further preparation. The conver 
sation is characterized at every point by a 
cooperative commitment to making well 
informed choices. This approach avoids 
both the coercion so popular today and an 
irresponsible attitude of laissez-faire. All 
forms of coercion should be at least ques 
tionable in a democracy, and the coercion 
even of children should be thoroughly ex 
amined and justified. At the other extreme, 
abandoning children to their own ill-con 
sidered passions and whims is equally rep 
rehensible. Teaching, at its best, requires 
familiarity with individual students and 
their needs. It requires conversation and 
the cooperative construction of standards. 

The discussion of my approach to stan 
dards in first-year algebra might lead read 
ers to suppose that I would endorse na 
tional standards "done right." I don't think 
so. The discussion and ensuing standard 
setting is best done locally. Professional 
groups at the national level, such as the 
National Council of Teachers of Mathe 
matics, can certainly provide invaluable 
guidance, but local educators have to de 
cide what the sequence of study will be 
and why. Ideally, they should work close 
ly with community colleges, local four 

year institutions, trade schools, and busi 
nesses to establish standards that will en 
able students to make well-informed de 
cisions. Genuine school/business partner 
ships, for example, would include such co 

operative standard-setting, and businesses 
would provide work/study experiences for 
young people planning to enter the work 
world directly from high school. "Partner 

ships" in which businesses give money or 

computers and then sit on the sidelines 

complaining about the school's failures 
are not genuine partnerships. Setting stan 
dards is a sophisticated process both with 
in disciplines and within wage-earning com 

munities. 
Throughout this process, in every sub 

ject, teachers should continue to ask: Why 
am I requiring this? Do students understand 
the mutual commitments we are making? 

Are the standards defensible? A conver 
sation of this sort might be promoted at 
the national level, but the actual establish 
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ment of standards at the national level might 
well defeat the whole purpose. If standards 
are to have meaning, the people who must 
meet them should be involved in their con 
struction. 

It has always been anathema to demo 
cratic life for authority to impose its dic 
tates on unwilling subjects. To be sure, 
children are, by definition, not ready to 

make adult choices. But they can make 
some choices, and John Dewey argued 
that they must be helped to make well-in 

formed choices at every stage of devel 
opment if they are to become competent 
citizens in a democratic society. What re 
sponsibilities do adults - educators, pol 
icy makers, parents, citizens - have in aid 
ing this process? 

Mortimer Adler and others who advo 
cate a uniform curriculum for all children 
have suggested that, unless they are co 
erced into taking certain subjects, some 
students will downgrade their own edu 
cation.'0 But if we take our own responsi 
bilities as adults seriously, this should not 
be possible. Instead of assuming (with lit 
tle or no evidence to back our contention) 
that physics is automatically superior to 
photography," we should pledge ourselves 
to high standards in every course we offer. 

The educational questions I raised earli 
er and a host of others should be directed 
at every course that is offered in our schools. 

It should not be possible for students to 
downgrade their education by choosing 
among the courses responsible educators 
offer. A school should be ashamed to of 
fer "good" courses and "bad" courses. 

It should also be clear that standards 
apply to adults and not just children. It is 
ridiculous and irresponsible to set stan 
dards for children that well-educated adults 
cannot meet. An editorial in Rethinking 
Schools quite rightly mocked Wisconsin 
Gov. Tommy Thompson's proposal for a 
fourth-grade standard that states, "Show 
a basic understanding of the role played 
by religion and civic values in the history 
of Wisconsin and the nation, and describe 
how that role is similar to, or different from, 
that role in an ancient civilization and a 
feudal society in Europe or China."'2 The 
preposterous nature of this standard should 
underscore my point that standard setting 
is a complex process requiring sustained 
debate and sophisticated knowledge. 

However, criticism of this one stan 
dard should not be taken as criticism of 
all standards that posit expectations for 
today's children that their parents cannot 

meet. Many such expectations are justi 
fiable, even essential. But exactly which 
ones? Again, we have to avoid not only non 
sense but the quite understandable temp 
tation for adult experts in a particular field 
to suggest (even fervently believe) that every 

one should master skills they possess but 
that are patently unnecessary for compe 
tent life in a democracy. 

However, there are standards to which 
adults in a democratic society should be 
held. Some time ago, the Government Ac 
counting Office estimated that schools in 
our nation require more than $200 billion 
in repairs. Acknowledging this, the incum 

bent Presidential candidate pledged that 
the federal government would get the re 
pair process started with some $5 billion. 
That pledge was quietly ignored when a 
balanced budget was designed. My own 
youngest daughter teaches in a classroom 
with a roof that leaks during every rain. 
Pots are placed around the room to catch 
water. This has been going on for years. 
Perhaps a good start on national standards 
would require policy makers to establish 
and achieve defensible standards for their 
own contributions to the improvement of 
education. To establish standards for itself 
and to encourage widespread, thoughtful 
conversation for the entire citizenry is the 
best role for the federal government at this 
time - perhaps at any time. 
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